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NOTES 


Thomas Middleton wrote Women Beware Women around 1621. The greatest of the Elizabethan 
playwrights, William Shakespeare, had been dead five years and Elizabeth I herself had been dead 
some eighteen years. Middleton was one of the most prolific and popular of the Jacobean playwrights 
(his play.A Game At Chess was the first officially dubbed "long run" in British theatrical history, and 
The Changeling, Women Beware Women, A Mad World My Master have all enjoyed successful revivals 
right down to the present time). 


The differences between the Elizabethan and Jacobean eras - politically, socially and artistically - 
were quite striking. What is even more striking, are the similarities between the Jacobean times and 
our own era. Under James I, England suffered a serious recession, largely due to lavish overspending 
especially in the areas of patronage and political favours. Corruption in government and the civil 
service was rampant, and scandals - especially sexual scandals - were plentiful. The Jacobean 
playwrights, much like our own playwrights and film makers, treated these issues with biting satire 
and grotesque ridicule. The Elizabethan playwrights tended to have a large overview of humanity, 
writing from an eagle’s eye view. The Jacobean tended to look at things from a rat’s eye view and 
invented a kind of black comedy which one modern commentator has dubbed "Horrid Laughter". 


Our own modern artists - playwrights such as Peter Barnes and David Mamet and film makers such as 
the Cohen brothers (Miller’s Crossing, Barton Fink) - encapsulate their moral views of our own 
corrupt society in much the same blackly satirical fashion. It seems to us that not much has changed 


in the last 350 years in the shadowy recesses of the corridors of power, nor in the artistic sensibilities 
which expose and ridicule it. 
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